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Abstract
In 2008, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) elevated field education by recognizing
it as the signature pedagogy of social work education in the Educational Policy and Accreditation
Standards (EPAS), aligning it to accreditation. This Banded Dissertation explores the current
state of field education in relation to this landmark designation. In addition, a practice application
is proposed to advance the role of field education in achieving a fully representative pedagogy
for the field. The systems perspective combined with a systems approach to transformational
leadership provided the framework for the scholarship. Product One is a conceptual paper that
first identified the barriers that existed within the varying systems of the larger field education
environment and then proposed a practice application to empower field directors and engage
stakeholders in the pursuit of a field-centric environment in social work education. Product Two
is a research study that used a content analysis to assess evidence of alignment with field
education as signature pedagogy as a part of the accreditation process for undergraduate-level
social work education programs. Product Three is a poster presentation of the findings of
Products One and Two given at the 2020 National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Ohio
peer-reviewed conference. This banded dissertation contributes to the literature by providing a
comprehensive assessment of the barriers to achieving field education as signature pedagogy,
with a focus on the relationship to accreditation. The proposed practice application serves as a
system-wide strategy that can advance collaboration and innovation between social work
education and practice to benefit all.
Keywords: signature pedagogy, field-centric, systems approach to transformational
leadership
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A Decade of Distinction: Examining Field Education as Signature Pedagogy
Before social work education espoused it as signature pedagogy, field education
originated as the central method for training and socializing students to the field (Bruno, 1944;
Day & Tytler, 2012). Although social work education followed other practice disciplines to
operate under the auspices of higher education, the experiential training offered through field
education remains a fundamental component of the curriculum. The relationship with academia
provided a desired defense for the social work field when faced with scrutiny regarding its status
as a professional discipline (Findlow, 2011; Flexner, 2001). The struggle for validation
paralleled the field’s acceptance of the criteria used by other disciplines to define professional
practice. The placement of social work education within higher education included the
participation in other sanctioned activities such as accreditation and claiming a signature
pedagogy (Bruno, 1944; Gitterman, 2014). Yet, both the process of accreditation and declaring a
signature pedagogy have faced questions of legitimacy (Council for Higher Education, 2020;
U.S. Department of Education, 2020; Crooke, et al., 2020). Even so, both are integral
components found within social work education.
In 2008, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) first recognized a signature
pedagogy for the field awarding the distinction to field education. This declaration was
recognized in the Educational Policies and Accreditation Standards (EPAS), thus connecting it to
accreditation (Holosko & Skinner, 2015). Aligned with the term “pedagogy” defined by Shulman
in 2005, this assertion holds field education as the “central form of instruction and learning” in
social work education (CSWE, 2008). The role of field education was reconfirmed as signature
pedagogy in the 2015 EPAS, the most current accreditation standards for the field. While the
elevation of field education has been in place for over a decade, debate continues as to if this
declaration has, in fact, been realized. A review of the research revealed barriers that impact field
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education as signature pedagogy across varying systems in the larger field education
environment comprised of the social work program, university, community partners, and CSWE.
Some of these challenges included curriculum that is developed in isolation and without bidirectional integration, devaluation and high turnover of the field director role, a reduction in
qualified field instructors and partnering agencies, and lack of clarity in accreditation standards
and access to leadership roles for field directors within CSWE (Reisch & Jarman-Rohde, 2000;
Lager & Robbins, 2004; Wayne, Raskin, & Bogo, 2006; Buck, Bradley, Robb, & Kirzner, 2012).
Similarly, criticisms within the research literature were found regarding the effectiveness of the
social work accreditation process. These issues ranged from a lack of empirical evaluation of the
EPAS standards, restraining policies that limit program development, and inadequate scholarship
and leadership by decision-makers (Arkava & Brennen, 1975; Karger & Stoesz, 2003; Kagle et
al., 2002).
Despite the debate, several research studies recognized the benefits of and progress made
to the CSWE accreditation process. This includes the advancement of competency-based
learning standards, inclusion of both explicit and implicit components in the overall curriculum
design, and the improvement in assessment procedures (Petracchi & Zastrow, 2010; Poulin &
Matis, 2017; Rissi & Gelmon, 2014). As well, multiple studies identified field education as the
premier experience that socializes students to the field and prepares students for professional
practice (Bogo, 2010; Globerman & Bogo, 2003; Parker, 2006; Lager & Robbins, 2004).
Many have called for a strengthening of social work education and an end to the
separation often found between field education and classroom instruction, enabling authentic
university-agency partnerships that extend beyond the field experience (Reisch & Jarman-Rohde,
2000; Raskin, et al., 2008; Buck, et al., 2012). Fulmer et al., (2005) cited findings that show the
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valuable leadership role field education can serve in bringing together social work education and
practice to improve outcomes for both groups. Multiple researchers agreed a more field-centric
approach was warranted in social work education and highlighted the unique responsibility held
by the field director of managing the connections among these groups. (Asakura et al., 2018;
Berengarten, 1986; Dalton et al., 2011; Holosko & Skinner, 2015).
Although scholars differ on many aspects of field education, signature pedagogy, and
accreditation, there is little debate that CSWE holds significant power over the entirety of social
work education. CSWE’s landmark decision to elevate field education as signature pedagogy has
implications for the various systems within the larger field education environment. Promoting
system collaboration and a higher level of integration between theory and practice within higher
education was recognized by Shulman (2005) as an essential strategy to best educate and prepare
students for their future professions. Additional research findings showed that the integration of a
signature pedagogy across the curriculum in academia improved faculty collaboration, reinforced
learning of required core competencies, and advanced student learning outcomes (Uchiyama &
Radin, 2009; Watts & Hodgson, 2015). The barriers that persist across the larger field education
environment and the potential of best practices found within higher education warrant further
research in pursuit of a systemwide approach that can advance field education and influence how
social work education can best educate and train future professionals to deliver critical social
work practice to individuals, families, and communities.
Conceptual Framework
A defining aspect of social work is understanding the reciprocal impact between the
person and environment. The systems theory, attributed to Von Bertalanffy, posits the dynamic
and interconnected nature of systems, as opposed to the traditionally held linear belief of cause
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and effect (Langer & Lietz, 2014). Within social sciences, general system theory offers a holistic
way in which to understand the functioning of social systems at the micro, mezzo, and macro
levels (Langer & Lietz, 2014). Thyer et al., (2012) stress the interdependence of systems on one
another, noting that a change in one system has an impact on the others. Applied as a framework,
the systems perspective enables a thorough examination of relationships within and among
varying systems and an opportunity to identify barriers, strengths, and strategies to improve
functioning.
Grounded in the systems perspective, a systems approach to transformational leadership
is recognized as an effective platform to empower leaders within higher education and positively
impact organizational functioning (Filan & Seagran, 2003). This approach was initially utilized
by the Academy for Leadership Training and Development to strengthen the ability of mid-level
managers within academia to succeed in their roles and affect positive change within their
programs (Filan & Seagran, 2003). The six-step systems approach to transformational leadership
recognizes the importance of engaging multiple entities in affecting organizational change. The
steps include (a) understanding self, (b) understanding transformational leadership, (c)
establishing and maintaining relationship, (d) leading teams, (e) leading strategic planning and
change, and (f) connecting through community; networking (Filan & Seagran, 2003). A systems
approach to leadership, as described by Coffey (2010), is comprehensive and can be utilized by
leaders at all levels to affect positive and sustainable change. Coffey (2010) asserted that this
approach recognizes the interaction between the individual and the environment, resulting in
better outcomes for all involved.
This Banded Dissertation combined the systems perspective with a systems approach to
transformational leadership as the framework to guide the scholarship. First, a systems
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perspective provided a thorough understanding of the influences and barriers across varying
systems that comprise the larger field education environment. The specific systems examined
include the social work department, the university, community partners, and CSWE.
Stringfellow (2017) explained that within the field of social work, related systems are reliant
upon and adapt to the conditions of another. Understanding these relationships are essential to
identifying appropriate and effective interventions.
Next, a systems approach to transformational leadership, a proven strategy for
organization change within academia, was selected as a practice application to guide the field
director and engage stakeholders in aligning field education as signature pedagogy within and
across varying systems. This approach supports the field director, who functions as a mid-level
manager within social work education, as best positioned to lead these efforts. This leadership
responsibility includes engaging stakeholder in collaborative efforts; essential in achieving a
high-impact and fully integrated field education program that advances a signature pedagogy for
the field. The six elements of a systems approach to transformational leadership are each
presented and then conceptualized with empirical evidence for use by field directors to best lead
the efforts needed to fully realize field education and achieve a true signature pedagogy.
Summary of Scholarship Products
This Banded Dissertation is composed of three scholarly products, framed by a systems
perspective, to examine field education as the signature pedagogy of social work education. The
findings provide both a historical and theoretical context for understanding this declaration, with
an emphasis on the relationship to accreditation. A systems approach to transformational
leadership is described and then presented as a practice application to empower the field director
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and engage stakeholders in advancing field education and realizing a representative signature
pedagogy for the field.
Product One is a conceptual paper examining the research literature regarding the barriers
that exist within and across varying systems of the larger field education environment in the
pursuit of a field-centric environment in social work education. Then, a systems approach to
transformational leadership, a widely accepted method to empower leaders and achieve
organizational change within higher education (Filan & Seagran, 2003; Ramosaj & Berish,
2014), was conceptualized to explore how the function of field education can be strengthened
within the involved systems, including the social work program, the university, community
partners, and CSWE in order to achieve a signature pedagogy within social work education. The
six steps of a systems approach to transformational leadership (Filan & Seagran, 2003) were
described and then served as the comprehensive strategy to empower the field director and
engage relevant stakeholders. The steps include (a) understanding self, (b) understanding
transformational leadership, (c) establishing and maintaining relationship, (d) leading teams, (e)
leading strategic planning and change, and (f) connecting through community; networking (Filan
& Seagran, 2003).
Operating from a systems perspective, Product Two focused on the system closest to field
education, and thus the structure considered to possess significant influence: The social work
program. In order to take a closer look at this prominent system, a research study using a content
analysis method explored how undergraduate-level accredited social work programs demonstrate
alignment to field education as signature pedagogy as a part of their accreditation process. The
self-study component of the EPAS, a primary document required for accreditation, provided the
textual material for analysis. The selected criteria for examination were two key features of
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Shulman’s (2005) definition of signature pedagogy: Evidence of widespread recognition and
routine inclusion across curriculum. Findings revealed significant variation in both areas among
the sample group, likely influenced by ambiguity in the language of the relevant EPAS policies
and standards. While data within the EPAS self-studies validated the fundamental role of field
education, additional themes revealed an opportunity to re-envision the signature pedagogy of
the profession that could benefit both social work education and the practice community.
Recommendations were offered to strengthen the role of field education and to realize an
expanded and more accurate framework of what constitutes the signature pedagogy of social
work education.
Product Three is a presentation of the findings of Products One and Two at the 2020
NASW Ohio statewide conference. After presenting a review of the literature and findings from
the content analysis, a systems approach to transformational leadership was presented as a
relevant application that could be applied to empower the social work field director and include
relevant stakeholders in best positioning field education as the signature pedagogy of social work
education. Using the six elements of a systems approach to transformational leadership,
attendees shared experiences and expertise related to barriers and best practices in field
education and discussed opportunities to strengthen field education within and across the various
systems. The presentation was concluded with an invitation to attendees to connect for future
collaborative work. This presentation was selected as the Content Analysis/Literature Review
Winner of the NASW OH 2020 conference. Following the conference, the author was invited to
submit an article about her research for the NASW Ohio quarterly print and online magazine.
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Discussion

This Banded Dissertation offers a novel perspective to the existing research on field
education as signature pedagogy by considering how social work programs demonstrate
alignment as a part of the EPAS self-study, a component of the accreditation process. As
undergraduate-level programming serves as the first building block of social work education,
starting with an examination of this stage of education was deemed appropriate. The content
analysis reinforced the important role of field education in social work education, yet it revealed
a hesitance by programs to adopt language and action needed to affirm field education as
signature pedagogy based on Shulman’s defined criteria. Although varying levels of omission
and obscurity surrounding field education as signature pedagogy were identified within the
sample of EPAS self-studies, all programs were accredited by CSWE. This discrepancy, alone,
suggests the need to further examine the expressed and applied definition of signature pedagogy
with social work education.
In addition, over a decade after CSWE declared field education as the signature pedagogy
for social work education, there remains ambiguous language within the EPAS which
complicates program compliance. The discrepancies within both the sample of EPAS self-studies
and the CSWE policies and standards fail to uphold the definition of signature pedagogy. The
long-standing nature of these incongruencies raises justified questions as to what a signature
pedagogy for social work education entails. Examining these issues provides an opportunity to
achieve an authentic signature pedagogy for social work education by expanding its definition
and re-envisioning the role of field education.
Also provided through this Banded Dissertation is a historical perspective of the
relationship social work education forged with higher education which included an adherence to

A DECADE OF DISTINCTION

9

practices expected of “worthy” professions such as accreditation and signature pedagogy.
Employing a systems framework uncovered the contemporary challenges that exist in realizing
field education as signature pedagogy within the larger field education environment. Embracing
both the origins of the field and the unique tenets of the profession which recognize the powerful
influence between a subject and the environment may offer a needed solution. The social work
profession is both community-based and academic, both theory and practice. Reclaiming these
truths provides a vital opportunity for social work education to claim its own identity and
redefine an expanded signature pedagogy for the field that is authentic and certainly reflective of
a “worthy” profession.
Implications for Social Work Education
The CSWE recognition of field education as signature pedagogy is, indeed, influential.
Yet, identified barriers within the research literature exposed challenges across key systems of
the larger field education environment in achieving this distinction. The additional connection to
accreditation exerts a significant influence on how social work programs are designed and how
future professionals are educated to deliver critical social work practice to individuals, families,
and communities. However, the content analysis findings yielded insufficient evidence to affirm
field education as signature pedagogy within the sample of EPAS self-studies. While written
documentation may not fully capture what is being done explicitly within social work education
programs, the inconsistent and/or nonexistent recognition of field education as signature
pedagogy jeopardizes its potential and the realization of an authentic signature pedagogy for the
field. Based on the both the findings within the research literature and the results of the content
analysis, further examination is warranted.
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An opportunity exists to re-envision a signature pedagogy that reflects social work as a
broad-based field that engages teaching, scholarship, and practice across multiple levels. As the
sole accrediting body, CSWE can provide clarity in the next version of the EPAS on the function
of a signature pedagogy and advocate for the full integration of field education and classroom
instruction. Ideally, these revisions will be developed with substantial engagement from field
directors, valuing their unique expertise and intersection to both theory and practice. This
reimaging has the potential to enhance the competencies needed by students to become
professional social workers who are prepared to fulfill the vital purposes of the profession.
Implication for Future Research
The research in this Banded Dissertation provides a starting point for a more
comprehensive examination of field education as signature pedagogy, its role in advancing social
work education, and the relationship to accreditation. Future research could involve a larger
sample of EPAS self-studies of both undergraduate and graduate-level programs. To enable a
multi-method approach, surveys, interviews, or focus groups could be utilized. Participants could
include former and current students, field directors and other faculty, leadership from social
work programs and universities, field instructors and other representatives from community
partners, and decision-makers at CSWE. Areas to explore include the perceptions and
experiences of field education as signature pedagogy, strategies to achieve a fully integrated
curriculum design, collaboration across systems, and the re-envisioning of a broader signature
pedagogy for the field. Additional analysis could include examination of other relevant program
documents and comparing current and archival data. Expanding the focus to include social work
programs globally as well as data from other disciplines may prove valuable, as well.
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Notable was the lack of scholarship within the research literature authored by field
directors. This absence excludes an important voice central to the area of field education as
signature pedagogy. Recognizing the role of field director at the same level of importance given
to field education is essential and has implications related to accurately representing signature
pedagogy not only in future research, but in social work education, and in professional practice.
Conclusion
The scholarly products that comprise this Banded Dissertation provide both the research
and an application to address system-wide barriers and identify strategies to best elevate the role
of field education in achieving a true pedagogy for social work education. Understanding the
current state of field education required an understanding of the past. This included the founding
role of field education as the primary method for training social workers and the related struggles
that ensued as social work education searched for an identity within higher education and
validation as a professional practice. Connecting the historical evolution with the current barriers
provides a future opportunity to reconnect the field to its roots and re-envision an expanded
signature pedagogy that can bridge and shape the relationship between social work education and
professional practice to benefit all.
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Abstract

In 2008, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) elevated field education by recognizing
it in the Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) as the signature pedagogy of
social work education. This paper first examines the overall state of the field education
environment, identifying barriers that exist a decade later in achieving this distinction. Then a
systems approach to transformational leadership is offered as a conceptual model to empower the
social work field director and engage relevant stakeholders in advancing the role of field
education and fully realizing a signature pedagogy for social work education. This system-wide
strategy can advance collaboration and innovation between social work education and practice to
benefit both.
Keywords: signature pedagogy, field education, systems approach to transformational
leadership
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Realizing Field Education as the Signature Pedagogy of Social Work Education Through a
Systems Approach to Transformational Leadership
Field education has had a long-standing existence as a fundamental component of social
work education. The social work field education process is a pivotal opportunity for students to
apply their classroom knowledge and skills to a practice setting under the supervision of a field
instructor, a qualified social work professional. This significant undertaking unites social work
programs, universities, and community agencies to effectively socialize students to the values
and ethics of the profession and prepare the next generation of professional social workers. In
2008, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) further emphasized the importance of field
education in the overall social work education program by recognizing it in the Educational
Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) as the signature pedagogy (Holosko & Skinner,
2015). Aligned with the term “pedagogy” defined by Shulman in 2005, this elevation by CSWE
holds field education as the “central form of instruction and learning” in social work education
(CSWE, 2008).
While the elevation of field education has been in place for over a decade, debate
continues as to if this declaration has been realized. Although considerable attention on the role
of the field director in overseeing the program identified as signature pedagogy would be
expected, a review of the social work education literature reveals nominal focus on this essential
leader. (Fisher et al., 2015). This lack of attention to mid-level leadership development mirrors
trends in secondary education, ignoring the instrumental role these managers have in ensuring
the success of their programs, and ultimately that of their students (Filan & Seagran, 2003;
Rosser, 2000).
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In response to the critical need for training and development within academia, in 1991 the
department chairs at the Maricopa County Community Colleges started a grassroots leadership
development program targeting mid-level managers (The Chair Academy, 2020). This systemsbased approach to transformational leadership has expanded into the now internationally
renowned Academy for Leadership Development, proven effective at empowering thousands of
leaders (Filan & Seagran, 2003; The Chair Academy, 2020). Coffey (2010) asserts that using a
systems approach to leadership recognizes the dynamic interactions and influences between the
individual and the environment, resulting in organization change and better outcomes for all
involved. The systems perspective is one of the most widely utilized frameworks of social
workers to examine and consider interventions within and among varying systems (Thyer, et al.,
2012; Rogers, A. 2016; Tsagaris, G., & Welch-Brewer, C., 2016). The premise of this orientation
is that functioning of a whole system is influenced by the multi-layered relationships and
interdependence on the connected social systems or structures (Thyer, et al., 2012). Intersecting
practice and education, the social work profession has been grounded in a person-in-environment
lens and core curriculum includes general systems theory and related perspectives (Rogers, A.
2016; CSWE, 2015).
Guided by a systems framework, this paper identified barriers and influences within the
connected systems of the larger social work field education environment. Then, a systems
approach to transformation leadership (Filan & Seagran, 2003) was applied as a conceptual
model to strengthen relationships and address gaps within the varying systems in order to
enhance field education and a signature pedagogy for social work education. The systems
examined included the social work program, the university, community agencies, and CSWE.
The proposed framework conceptualized the six elements of a systems approach to
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transformational leadership (Filan & Seagran, 2003) for use by the field director who is uniquely
situated within and across these systems to lead these efforts while simultaneously engaging
stakeholders. The collaborative process of system-wide improvements can achieve a fully
actualized field education program and a robust signature pedagogy for social work education.
To conclude, limitations and recommendations for future research are discussed.
Literature Review
Field education in social work education provides an unparalleled opportunity for
students to apply in a practice setting the theoretical and skill-based components they have
learned within the classroom while being socialized and prepared to contribute to the profession
(Fisher et al., 2015). Yet, the ultimate success and impact of field education is dependent on
creating a field-centric focus involving the key systems that exist within the larger field
education environment. Understanding the current challenges of field education across relevant
systems is the first step.
Examining Field Education Within the Social Work Program System
The Field Director
The role of field director, charged with the development, management, and evaluation of
the social work field education program, is often misunderstood and marginalized. For example,
when interviewed by Buck et al. (2012), field directors shared a perception that their experience,
expertise, and commitment were dismissed by leadership and instead their programs experienced
detrimental cuts in resources. Multiple researchers highlighted the unique responsibility held by
the field director of managing the multifaceted connections among the social work program,
university, and community partners, yet pointed out that the lack of authority and devaluation of
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the role impeded the full integration of field education across these systems (Asakura et al.,
2018; Berengarten, 1986; Dalton et al., 2011; Holosko & Skinner, 2015).
In addition to role confusion, studies revealed that field directors experienced a lack of
training and professional support. Although many field directors brought significant social work
practice experience to their roles, many had little academic experience or knowledge of
accreditation standards (Dalton et al., 2011). Ellison and Raskin (2014) revealed that while field
directors expressed interest, less than half report received any type of mentoring support, most of
which was described as informal or unstructured. While training appeared to be scarce when onboarding social work field directors, it was interesting to note 96% of social work programs
offered field education training to field instructors, the agency-based social worker assigned to
supervise the social work student during the field practicum (Dalton et al., 2011).
The overall lack of support for social work field directors may be a reinforcer of the high
turnover in the role, causing instability of the social work field education program (Buck et al.,
2012; Wertheimer & Sodhi, 2014). Findings from the 2015 State of Field Education Survey
revealed that most field directors had been in their current positions for five years or less (Fisher
et al., 2015). While the need for further support for field directors was evident, some valuable
efforts were noted. In 2008, CSWE launched a Leadership Institute aimed at leadership skill
development for social work professionals within academia and practice (CSWE, 2018). The
Leadership Institute emerged as a promising option, but issues such as limited availability and
cost may pose as barriers to participation. A membership-based network, the North American
Network of Field Educators and Directors (NANFED) was created in 1987 to support field
directors and advocate for their needs to CSWE (NANFED, 2020). Yet, in reviewing the
membership list on the NANFED website (2020), less than half of accredited social work
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programs were involved with this group. Recognizing the importance of the field director role
and providing access to needed support are critical area for improvement to best position field
education and ensure a signature pedagogy for social work education.
The Social Work Curriculum
In addition to empowering the field director, centering field education within the overall
social work program is a vital component in realizing signature pedagogy. Multiple studies
exposed that core social work courses typically were designed in isolation from each other,
missing opportunities to connect knowledge across the curriculum (Tuchman & Lalane, 2011;
Watts & Hodgson, 2015). The lack of integration between classroom learning and field
experience can cause unintentional duplication as opposed to a purposeful reinforcement of the
required core competencies. Although accredited programs are required to show the core
competencies addressed in each course (CSWE, 2015), there is no requirement for faculty to
collaborate with field education. As a result, the expectation for integrating classroom instruction
with practice typically falls upon the field director.
Shulman (2005) asserted that signature pedagogies are replicable and established across
programs, not limited to a particular instructor or course. He maintained that integrating theory
and practice is paramount to best educate and socialize students for their future profession
(Shulman, 2005). Supporting studies showed that integrating a signature pedagogy across the
curriculum improved faculty collaboration, reinforced learning of required core competencies,
and advanced student learning outcomes (Uchiyama & Radin, 2009; Watts & Hodgson, 2015).
As these same outcomes are needed to support field education as signature pedagogy, a
curriculum integration strategy that is bi-directional, not solely ascribed to field education,
deserves further exploration.
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Examining Field Education Within the University System
When interviewed about leadership in social work education, deans and directors cited
community development skills as the most critical need for the future (Rank & Hutchinson,
2000). These skills were found to be regularly utilized by social work field directors as they
engaged with various stakeholders and developed collaborative relationships that benefitted field
education and connected groups (Rank & Hutchinson, 2000). Yet, Jones (1984) asserted that
university administrators failed to distinguish the unique skills and supplementary
responsibilities held by social work field directors compared to those of traditional faculty. While
institutions may grant course reductions to social work field directors, they were found often to
be redirected from field responsibilities due to the increasing pressure to engage in research and
to publish (Wayne et al., 2006). In addition, deans and directors perceived field directors as
having a higher level of inclusion in curriculum and program planning than what was reported by
field directors themselves. (Rank & Hutchinson, 2000).
Added to role misunderstanding, the decreased educational requirements and variance in
rank of many social work field directors may diminish the perceived worth of the position in
comparison to other faculty. In Findings from the 2015 State of Field Education Survey, Fisher
et al. (2015) revealed that 66.7% of field directors reported the Master of Social Work (MSW) as
their highest earned degree, significantly higher than the 27% reported in 2014. Of the 97.1%
full-time social work field directors, only 36% were in tenure-track positions (Fisher et al., 2015;
Asakura et al., 2018). Although tenure is on the decrease within universities nationwide
(Alleman & Haviland, 2017) the high rate of non-tenure track faculty leading a program
identified as a field’s signature pedagogy is a distinct mismatch. Issues related to role perception
and job insecurity must be addressed in order to create an environment where the role of field
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director is better aligned to the status of field education program, acclaimed the signature
pedagogy of social work education.
Examining Field Education Within the Community Partners System
Many researchers have examined the economic, social, and political forces faced by
community agencies and the detrimental impact this has had on field education (Reisch &
Jarman-Rohde, 2000; Lager & Robbins, 2004; Wayne et al., 2006; Buck et al., 2012). Buck et al.
(2012) illuminated upon the financial barriers, overloaded schedules, and staff turnover within
the health care industry that has resulted in a reduction in the number of agencies who are able to
accept social work students for field experience. Reisch and Jarman-Rohde (2000) have called
for a field-centered approach to field education that can better link social work education and the
social work practice community, affecting influential change in both arenas. To counter the array
of threats to community agencies, suggested strategies (Reisch & Jarman-Rohde, 2000) included
offering concrete benefits in exchange for providing field practicums such as continuing
education or tuition reduction, assistance with grant-writing or program evaluation, and
connections to program experts or organizational resources.
Although limited in numbers, a review of the research literature uncovered the unique
leadership role field education can play in advancing collaboration and innovation between
social work education and practice. The John A. Hartford Foundation of New York City funded
two opportunities, one dedicated to interdisciplinary teamwork and the second which utilized
multiple field experience rotations across a provider network serving older adults. (Fulmer et al.,
2005). Fulmer et al. (2005) described how both pilots resulted in the development of innovative
academic courses that were led concurrently with social work field experience, improved
training manuals for practice settings, and fueled collaboration between both social work
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classroom and field education faculty with community based social workers and other health
professionals. These findings revealed an underutilized and valuable function of field education
that deserves ongoing exploration.
Examining Field Education Within the CSWE System
Examining ways that CSWE, the sole accrediting body, impacts field education as the
signature pedagogy in social work education is critical. For example, CSWE outlines policy and
standards related to the field education program, yet Raskin et al. (2008) contended that the
framework for field education has changed very little since inception. They argued that some of
the required CSWE standards for field education, such as mandated practicum hours and
employment-based placements, are not based on any specific research which leave the burden of
justification to the social work programs (Raskin et al., 2008). In addition, Wayne et al. (2010)
stated that CSWE accreditation standards fail to provide uniform methods to address learning,
teaching or supervision in the field practicum.
EPAS Policies and Standards
CWSE has sought limited feedback from social work field directors regarding their
experiences. Seven years after declaring field education signature pedagogy, the Council on
Field Education (COFE) and the CWSE Educational Initiatives and Research staff, led the first
national survey of field directors and coordinators (Fisher et al., 2015). While the primary focus
was collecting quantitative data, important qualitative information from field directors was
missing. Understanding the lived experiences and expertise of field directors can contribute to
national improvement efforts in current and future social work education programs.
Although updates have been made to strengthen other areas in the 2015 EPAS, little has
changed from earlier versions of the EPAS in advocating for the role or rank of the social work
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field director. The 2015 EPAS states that a doctoral degree for social work faculty is preferred,
but indicates a master’s degree is sufficient for the social work field director (CSWE, 2015). This
standard may influence universities to pursue hiring and ranking strategies that are cost-effective,
yet fail to stabilize or strengthen the field education program. The 2015 EPAS requires that a
program “provides a rationale for its formal curriculum design demonstrating how it is used to
develop a coherent and integrated curriculum for both classroom and field” (CSWE, 2015). To
support these efforts, COFE was created to promote curriculum integration between classroom
and field education (CSWE, 2019). Yet, the definition of integration is left ambiguous, and the
responsibility to ensure students are prepared to begin the field practicum is generally assumed
the role of the social work field director (Crisp & Lister, 2002; Gibbs & Macy, 2000). CSWE
identified field education as the bridge between theory and practice (CSWE, 2015), yet more
robust efforts are needed to empower field directors and engage universities, administrators, and
programs in recognizing field education as the signature pedagogy of social work education.
CSWE Leadership Roles for Field Directors
Following a review of the CSWE website, only one of 21 board members listed are field
directors (CSWE, 2019). This absence was notable as it is the most powerful group of decision
makers at CSWE. The COFE exists as a subgroup (CSWE, 2019), yet the lack of available
research on the group’s impact weakens their authority and credibility. Another CSWE subgroup
is the Council on the Role and Status of Women in Social Work Education (WC). A qualitative
analysis was conducted by Tower et al., (2015) examining contributions of the WC from 20062015. The WC was found to be most effective in areas that are relevant to field education, such
as the gender pay gap, leadership roles, accreditation standards, and collaboration in social work
education (Tower et al., 2015). CSWE could demonstrate a strengthened commitment to field
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education and to a signature pedagogy of social work education by seeking out the expertise of
field directors and increasing opportunities for them to hold top leadership positions on the
CSWE board and/or affiliated committees.
Applying a Systems Approach to Transformational Leadership
Bass (1999), a recognized expert in leadership studies, defined transformational
leadership as an effective model for organizational performance; a model that inspires a
collective vision, recognizes the abilities of the individual, and motivates the team to contribute.
A meta-analysis conducted by Lowe et al. (1996) revealed that transformational leadership
resulted in increased organizational success and employee satisfaction in businesses and groups
of varying types. In addition, the strategies of transformational leadership were found to be more
often associated with mid-level managers as opposed to top-level administrators (Lowe et al.,
1996).
Realizing the important of engaging multiple entities within an environment, Filan and
Seagran (2003) developed a six-step systems approach to transformational leadership to affect
organizational change. The non-linear steps include (1) understanding self, (2) understanding
transformational leadership, (3) establishing and maintaining relationship, (4) leading teams, (5)
leading strategic planning and change, and (6) connecting through community; networking (Filan
& Seagran, 2003). This paper offers a model that conceptualizes each of the six elements of a
systems approach to transformational leadership (Filan & Seagran, 2003) for use by field
directors in advancing field education and realizing a signature pedagogy for social work
education and then provides supporting evidence to support the proposed application.
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Step 1: Understanding Self
The first step includes “reflecting on personal style and behaviors as a leader, assessing
external expectations and demands, understanding communication principles, and recognizing
proven principles to achieve effectiveness” (Filan & Seagran, 2003).
Application to Field Education
On-boarding for the field director can include mentoring to support the exploration of
personal values and leadership style, socialization to the profession, and acquisition of
knowledge and skills related to accreditation and best practices in field education. Access to a
formal mentoring arrangement and/or inclusion in a mentoring network can aid the field director
in achieving a principle-centered work environment that enables all involved in the program’s
environment to be inspired and successful. NANFED, the largest network currently in place for
field directors and educators, offers a myriad of supports and resources (NANFED, 2020).
Examining ways to strengthen and expand this underutilized network is recommended.
Evidence to Support Proposed Application
Mentoring has been identified by Johnson (2015) as one of the most significant faculty
activities in higher education. While multiple definitions of mentoring and various mentoring
practices exist, the overall value of mentoring is well-documented. Benefits found include the
transfer of professional skills and knowledge, the provision of psychosocial support, and
increased levels of self-efficacy for those with mentors compared to those without (Emelo, 2011;
Chadiha et al., 2014; Matthew, 2014; Kram,1985; Smith, 2015; Wilson et al., 2002; Feldman et
al., 2010). Group mentoring, which facilitates shared expertise and accountability, has been
established widely as a best practice in the larger professional development environment (Emelo,
2011; Goldman, et al., 2013; Ruff, 2013). In addition, the relational arrangement that exists
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through group mentoring and/or professional networks has been recognized as being more
responsive to women and people of color, both historically marginalized and currently
underrepresented in academia (Allan, 2011; Ross-Sheriff et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2002;
Tillman, 2001).
Step 2: Understanding Transformational Leadership
The second step includes “supporting followers’ needs to move to higher levels of
achievement while simultaneously encouraging them to transcend their own self-interests for the
sake of the team, organization, or larger policy” (Seagran & Filan, 2003).
Application to Field Education
Field directors and social work department leadership can embrace the concept of
transformational leadership by recognizing and supporting the professional goals of each social
work faculty and staff member, developing a shared vision to achieve a field-centric program,
and engaging the team as co-creators in program design, implementation, and evaluation. This
also can include involvement in the development and/or reassessment of program mission, goals,
and policies to align with the signature pedagogy for the field. In addition, greater collaboration
between classroom and field can be attained by advocating for increased numbers of permanent
teaching faculty who have more familiarity with and time allocated to program operations
compared to most adjunct staff. Teaching loads could be reconfigured to enable full time faculty
to serve as field liaisons, again strengthening the connection between classroom and field. For
programs where these changes may not be feasible, bolstering the ability of adjunct instructors to
contribute to program development is essential. This can include increased compensation, tuition
allowances, mentoring, and allotting paid time to participate in department meetings and
professional development. Other strategies to stabilize teams and strengthen collaborative
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partnerships include prioritizing the hiring of qualified adjunct field liaisons, field instructors,
and/or their colleagues for adjunct teaching positions within social work education and other
departments, if appropriate. Finally, curriculum mapping, an intentional collaborative process of
designing how and where learning objectives will be instructed, reinforced, and evaluated across
the entire curriculum is recommended. This strategy can ensure both the reinforcement of the
core competencies required for graduation and a bi-directional integration of the classroom and
field education curricula. Regular department meetings involving all levels of faculty and staff
that are dedicated to the curriculum mapping areas of assessment, planning, implementation, and
evaluation are highly recommended.
Evidence to Support Proposed Application
Researchers have found that supportive leadership is strongly associated with workplace
commitment and job satisfaction, both needed to foster a collective vision toward high-quality
performance and organizational effectiveness (Toban & Sjahruddin, 2016; Eisenberger et al.,
2002; Podsakoff et al., 1996). Supporting and involving the growing numbers of adjunct and
contractual staff members, now comprising 60% of the current social work faculty (CSWE,
2018) and 46% of field liaisons (Findings From the State of Field Education Survey, 2015), can
increase commitment to their roles and yield benefits to the social work education program.
Driven by the collective involvement of program faculty and staff, curriculum mapping is
a best practice associated with increasing program effectiveness within higher education
(Howard, et al., 2018). A quantitative study led by Uchiyama and Radin (2009) revealed that
four universities who came together to develop curriculum mapping for their education and
teacher licensure curricula developed a more robust and integrated curriculum aligned to state
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standards. In addition, the faculty and staff involved in the process reported high levels of
collaboration and increased communication among their colleagues (Uchiyama & Radin, 2009).
While limited in scope, best practices in mapping and integrating curriculum have been
documented within social work education. Cheung et al. (2019) highlighted a curriculum
mapping project of a graduate-level social work program that exceeded the CSWE accreditation
requirement of developing a matrix which shows the specific courses where competencies are
taught. Desiring an atmosphere of shared vision and accountability, the program engaged the
expertise of faculty, community partners, and both current and graduated students in the mapping
project, resulting in improved explicit and implicit program outcomes and a successful
integration of field education and classroom learning (Cheung et al., 2019).
The bi-directional integration of curriculum, a by-product of curriculum mapping has
been shown to facilitate student learning. A comparative study led by Larsen and Hepworth
(1982) found that teaching the competencies required for social work practice could be better
supported across the curriculum by connecting classroom instruction with field education.
Similarly, Boitel et al. (2009) discussed the improvement of student learning in a program that
adopted the Comprehensive Integration Model (CIM), a framework that supports an ongoing and
reciprocal relationship between classroom and field education as opposed to the traditional
transfer model, where the integration of knowledge and skills is left solely to the field education
program.
Step 3: Establishing and Maintaining Relationships
The third step includes “engaging the whole system, creating openness, circulating
abundant information, and developing simple reporting systems in their efforts to establish and
maintain effective communication” (Filan & Seagran, 2003).
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Application to Field Education
Field directors and social work department leadership can work in unison to identify new
and strengthen current relationships with the many systems connected to the field education
program. This can include engaging community partners as content experts across university
disciplines as well as securing university expertise to support the efforts of partners. Reinforced
by actions in Step 2 to improve the adjunct experience, program leadership can initiate outreach
to field instructors or their colleagues to serve as adjunct faculty, while continuously seeking
ways to increase the status of these positions.
Forming an advisory comprised of community partners and stakeholders can demonstrate
respect for external expertise and create an avenue to obtain feedback and recommendations for
continuous improvement for field education and the social work program. Also, planned
recognition of team contributions can be an essential part in maintaining strong partnerships.
This could include receiving communications of appreciation from program or university
leaders, publicizing the contributions of faculty and community partners through university and
community-wide outlets, and/or hosting an annual recognition event. In addition, ongoing
dissemination of information on program goals, outcomes, successful partnerships, and
collaborative opportunities can increase awareness about and confidence in the social work
program from community partners, the university, and CSWE.
In addition to forming partnerships, a more in-depth strategy to strengthen and maintain
long-term relationships with community partners and field instructors is needed. This includes a
comprehensive examination of the unpaid structure of field experience, which is in direct
contrast to medical programs where residents receive salaries and teaching hospitals collect
compensation, some of which is allocated by government policy and funding (Center for
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Medicare and Medicaid Services, 2020). Developing a corps of professional social workers
willing to serve as off-site field instructors could increase placement options and lead to
innovative field experiences with organizations without a social worker on staff. The option of
off-site individual or group field supervision also may take pressure off current community
partners and increase opportunities for students. The benefit of and expectation for field
directors, classroom faculty, and social work leadership to participate in community networks,
serve on neighborhood advisories, and/or contribute their time and expertise to community-based
organizations can be built into the established position descriptions. This can communicate the
social work program’s commitment to the community and position the team for increased
awareness on trends and needs in the field.
Evidence to Support Proposed Application
Bogo (2006) asserted the growing number of challenges facing field educations programs
in finding strong field placements and qualified field instructors must be addressed. To remain
competitive, field directors and leaders within social work programs must distinguish themselves
from other programs and persuade sought after community partners of the reciprocal value of the
field education partnerships. Johnson (2000) described an innovative pilot that provided the
necessary supervision and placed social work field students in community-based organizations,
the majority who did not have social workers on staff. In addition to students gaining experiential
knowledge about community-based and interdisciplinary programming, many of the
organizations became employment options for graduating students and future placement sites for
current students (Johnson, 2000).
Findings from a review of national studies on strengthening the impact of community
colleges found that the most successful student internship and service-learning programs

A DECADE OF DISTINCTION

45

involved intentional collaboration between students, universities, and community partners and
addressed the needs of all parties (Roggow, 2014). Relevant for these collaborators is the
supported involvement of a skilled field instructor, linked directly to the impact on student
learning (Bogo, 2015; Bennett, et al., 2008). Additionally, multiple research studies cited
negative findings of unpaid internships when compared to paid internships. These included a less
structured work environment, limited focus by employers on ensuring career-readiness, and
greater student dissatisfaction (Bussell & Forbes, 2002; Hager & Brudney, 2004; Roggow,
2014). The post-graduation implications for students participating in paid versus non-paid
internships, some of which include greater numbers of and expediency in job offers as well as
higher starting salaries (Zilvinskis, 2020; NACE, 2019; Guarise & Kostenblatt, 2018) are
significant and necessitate attention.
Step 4: Leading Teams
The fourth step includes “recognizing how to build, monitor, coach, and evaluate highperformance teams” (Filan & Seagran, 2003).
Application to Field Education
Field directors can identify opportunities for students, liaisons, and field instructors to
serve in leadership roles within and outside of the social work department. Similarly, they can
invite other stakeholders to be a part of field education planning and development. In addition to
the social work advisory proposed in Step 3, listening sessions or focus groups could be hosted
to obtain feedback. Field directors can take a lead role in developing or deepening the role of an
alumni network which can strengthen the bridge between the social work program and practice
community. Alumni can be instrumental in several of the areas described in Steps 1-3, such as
serving as onsite or off-site field instructors or as an overall ambassador for the program. Acting
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as a strategic connector, the field director can demonstrate the value of a collaborative strengthsbased approach which can evolve the field education model while supporting the needs and goals
of individual, university, and community partners.
Evidence to Support Proposed Application
Healy (2002) discussed the economic demands of the marketplace and highlighted the
important contributions social workers can make in leadership roles through their unique
understanding and ability to champion equity issues and community needs. Keys (2008) noted
that social work standards mirror higher education management needs, adding that social
workers possessed the training and skills to effectively serve as leaders. Rubin et al. (2018) cited
research showing the leadership and collective expertise of social work education faculty
contributed to successful initiatives and interdisciplinary benefits within higher education. The
longstanding problems for students within higher education related to the silos among student
health, student affairs, and academic departments (Keys, 2008) present as opportunities for social
work educators to utilize their training on the interconnected relationships of the various
development dimensions of individuals and groups.
Step 5: Leading Strategic Planning and Change
The fifth step includes “engaging in critical thinking, scenario planning, and managing
change” (Filan & Seagran, 2003).
Application to Field Education
Field directors can join social work department leadership in program-specific planning
to address the changing demographics, needs, and challenges of social work education students.
This can include creating flexible and high-quality alternatives to the traditional format of field
education and the overall structure of the social work education program in order to remain
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relevant and sustain threats of competition. In addition, field directors can participate in
university-wide strategic planning initiatives, providing a voice at the table and an opportunity to
develop a shared commitment for future success. Finally, field educators can serve on CSWE
committees and boards, collaborate with field education consortium, and form partnerships with
other social work programs to ensure a dedicated focus on elevating field education and
achieving a signature pedagogy.
Evidence to Support Proposed Application
Robins et al., (2016) contends that the continued growth of social work education
programs and students enrollment provides leverage to field education directors to request
participation in university strategic planning initiatives and community engagement task forces.
This involvement can ensure students are best supported to successfully complete field
education, a requirement for graduation (CSWE, 2015). Universities facing increased pressure to
respond to changing student demographics and demonstrate student learning outcomes (Robins
et al., 2016) could benefit from the involvement of field education directors whose programs
have a required focus on cultural competency and the measurement of student attainment of core
competencies. In addition, Lyons (2006) acknowledged social work education’s preparedness for
global engagement which has been documented by the International Association of Schools of
Social Work (IASSW) and the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW). Multiple
examples exist of social work educators contributing to multi-level planning. Engaging in one
more of these opportunities can benefit field education and the various systems involved in the
larger environment.
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Step 6: Connecting Through Community; Networking
The sixth step includes “building communities of practice on campuses and encouraging,
supporting, and leading connections from campus constituencies to other educational levels,
business and industry, professional associations, and the community at large” (Filan & Seagran,
2003).
Application to Field Education
Using their experience in developing successful partnerships, field directors can lead
efforts to further connect individuals, academic departments and offices, and community partners
to benefit all. In addition, the field director can bring together other academic departments that
offer a practicum or other type of community engagement to support each other’s programs
and/or to address other site-identified needs, such as marketing, research, or health services.
These partnerships can be designed to increase student service learning and class projects that
directly impact real world issues and bring value to the community. As well, a joint focus can
include networking opportunities and collaboration for those within the larger community and
higher education.
Evidence to Support Proposed Application
Community engagement goals are common within the strategic plans of institutions of
higher education. Researchers cited the importance of using a systems approach, a framework
commonly used by social workers, to challenge traditionally isolated departments and to better
connect the entire university to the community in efforts to understand and respond to vital social
issues (Patterson, 2007; Vortuba, 2010). Wertheimer et al. (2004) highlighted the success of the
community based social work education program at Georgia State that brought together
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community leaders, funders, and decision-makers and played a major role in reinforcing the
university’s community engagement goals.
Discussion
The primary objective of this conceptual article is strengthening the full potential of field,
thus supporting the achievement of a full signature pedagogy for social work education. To
provide an understanding of the current challenges, barriers preventing field education from
achieving this distinction within and across varying systems were identified. Then a systems
approach to transformational leadership, proven effective in positively impacting organizational
change, was presented and conceptualized to guide the field director and engage stakeholders in
in centering field education across these systems. This discussion section includes strengths and
limitations of the conceptual article as well as recommendations for future research.
Strengths and Limitations
A key strength of the article is the contribution to the existing literature on field education
in social work education. This article synthesized information across the interconnected systems
of the larger field education environment to enable a fuller understanding of the current state of
field education as pedagogy. Additionally, a practice application was conceptualized and
bolstered by considerable empirical data for use by field directors and stakeholders. Although
engaging all six steps encompass opportunities for significant advancement, focusing on
components deemed most appropriate for a particular program can yield success. Limitations of
the paper include the lack of available research examining the impact on field education and field
directors after the 2008 CSWE declaration as well as after the release of the 2015 EPAS. In
addition, firsthand accounts of the lived experiences and expertise of field directors and others
involved in field education would provide an enhanced perspective of barriers and best practices.

A DECADE OF DISTINCTION

50

Future Research and Considerations for the Field
Recommendations for future research include both qualitative and quantitative studies.
This author will be conducting exploratory research to examine how social work education
programs communicate their alignment to signature pedagogy as a part of their accreditation
process. The study focus will be a content analysis to examine evidence of an integrated and
field-centric social work program within primary social work education documents developed
after the 2008 CSWE declaration, such as the EPAS self-study document or social work program
manuals. Other recommendations for further study include in-depth interviews and surveys with
both seasoned and new field directors, field liaisons, field instructors, and students who have
been or are currently enrolled in field education. In addition, this author is developing a tool for
field directors to assess the functioning of their programs based on the six steps of the systems
approach to transformational leadership (Filan & Seagran, 2003). This assessment may provide
insight for field directors and stakeholders into which of the six areas are functioning best and
which need attention to ensure an environment where field education can be fully realized.
Of additional interest is considering whether a signature pedagogy for social work
education has been appropriately defined. While there is substantial consensus of the historical
and contemporary significance of field education, the debate and variances that exist in
upholding the distinction over a decade later cannot go unnoticed. Using a systems approach to
transformational leadership can address these barriers and advance the functioning of field
education across the interconnected systems. However, while the proposed interventions can
significantly strengthen the impact of field education, they may or may not result in a full
alignment with the role of a signature pedagogy. Exploring the possibility of an expanded
definition, one that embraces the profession’s unique intersection of theory, practice, and
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research may be a pathway that leads to the evolution of field education and the attainment of an
unqualified signature pedagogy for social work education.
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Abstract

As the social work profession emerged, the primary method for training social workers was the
apprentice model, now referred to as field education. In 2008, the Council on Social Work
Education (CSWE) asserted an influencing position by declaring field education the signature
pedagogy of social work education in the Educational Policies and Standards (EPAS), thus
connecting it to accreditation. Despite this recognition, debate continues as to whether field
education meets the criteria of signature pedagogy. This study applied a contextual analysis to
examine the extent to which a sample of undergraduate level social work programs demonstrate
alignment with the signature pedagogy designation as a part of the EPAS self-study, a primary
document required in the CSWE accreditation process. The selected criteria for examination
were two defining features of signature pedagogy: evidence of widespread recognition and
routine inclusion across curriculum. Findings revealed significant variation in both areas among
the sample group, likely influenced by ambiguity found within the EPAS. While data within the
EPAS self-studies substantiates the important role of field education, additional themes revealed
an opportunity to re-define and expand the signature pedagogy of the profession that could
benefit both social work education and the practice community.
Keywords: signature pedagogy, field education, field experience, field-centered, bidirectional integration, systems approach to transformational leadership
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Field Education as the Signature Pedagogy of Social Work:
Rhetoric or Reality
Greater than, less than, or equal to. The debate on the status of social work compared to
other professional fields has endured since the first social work training schools emerged in the
early 1900’s (Flexner, 1915; Bruno, 1944; Wayne et al., 2010; Gitterman, 2014; Reisch, 2019).
Similarly deliberated is the primacy of field education in comparison to classroom instruction in
preparing a student for professional social work practice (Bruno, 1944; Gordon, 1962; Holden et
al., 2011; Garthwait, 2017; Farber & Reitmeier, 2018). The purpose of social work education
extends beyond solely educating students. More importantly, the intended outcome is equipping
social workers to effectively lead the profession’s commitment to achieving economic and social
justice for individuals and communities (CSWE, 2020). As such, further attention surrounding
best practices in teaching and learning in social work education is called for.
While field education has had long-standing recognition as an integral component of
social work education, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), pronounced field
education the signature pedagogy of social work education in the 2008 Education Policies and
Standards (EPAS), aligning the declaration to accreditation (CSWE, 2008; Holosko & Skinner,
2015; Garthwait, 2017). Field education as the signature pedagogy of social work education was
reaffirmed in the 2015 EPAS, comprising the most current accreditation standards of social work
education (CSWE, 2015). Over a decade after the CSWE elevation of field education,
stakeholders within the field continue to debate the distinction (Wayne et al., 2010; Earls
Larrison & Korr, 2013; Holden et al., 2011; Asakura et al., 2018; Lyter, 2012; Bogo, 2015).
The term “signature pedagogy” refers to the characteristic features of teaching and
learning that define and organize the ways in which future practitioners are educated for their
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specific discipline and is first attributed to Shulman, a distinguished scholar on pedagogical
content from of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (Shulman, 2005a). A
defining feature of a signature pedagogy is the provision of a framework that guides a
discipline’s values, content, and competence (Shulman, 2005a; Earls Larrison & Korr, 2013).
Central to this definition includes the widespread recognition of the signature pedagogy as well
as its consistent inclusion across fundamental instruction (Shulman, 2005a). Relative to field
education, the relevant framework is the EPAS, which includes the policies and standards
required for program accreditation. As a condition of accreditation, prevalent recognition of
signature pedagogy and its consistent inclusion across curriculum design should be apparent
within a program’s EPAS self-study.
The purpose of this study was to explore how accredited undergraduate-level social
programs, the first building block of social work education, demonstrate alignment with field
education as signature pedagogy as a part of their accreditation process. While several
researchers have examined field education as pedagogy, this article contributes to the literature
by analyzing the EPAS self-study, a primary document for programs to evidence compliance to
accreditation and the established framework designed to effectively prepare students for entry
into the profession. Specifically, a content analysis was applied focusing on two key criteria of
signature pedagogy: widespread recognition of field education as the signature pedagogy and
consistent focus on field instruction across the curriculum.
Literature Review
Higher Education, Professional Practice Programs, and Social Work Education
Over 100 years ago, the responsibility for training those within practice-based disciplines
was moved from an apprentice-style model to higher education (Day & Tytler, 2012). Prior to
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this, it was typical for students within professional practice programs to learn by doing; situated
in the field as opposed to in a classroom. Forging a relationship with academia provided leverage
for practice-based fields seeking the recognition and status bestowed upon professional
disciplines. Flexner, a major influencer in education, furthered this battle of legitimacy by
singling out medical education as superior, citing the deficient curriculum and lack of scientific
methods of other fields (Flexner, 2001).
Findlow (2011) specifies social work as one of the practice fields that shifted their handson training approach in search of an academic identity. Attempts for social work to define itself
ultimately deferred to the criteria used within the medical and science professions for validation
(Bruno, 1944; Gitterman, 2014). However, those outside of the field still challenged the
legitimacy social work as a profession. Addressing the National Conference of Charities and
Corrections, Flexner (2001) concluded that social work did not meet the defining criteria of a
profession. His claim, in part, was based on the breadth of roles that social workers fill and on
the interdisciplinary nature of the field (Flexner, 2001; Tosone, 2016). Flexner’s landmark
attestation likely served as a catalyst that pushed the social work field toward professional stature
and away from its community-based roots.
As a result of moving practice fields under the auspices of higher education, a safety net
was created for those disciplines yearning for the prestige associated with professional status. To
maintain the validation as a worthy profession, practice disciplines have since sanctioned and
participated in a variety of litmus tests such as the accreditation process and declaring a signature
pedagogy.
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The Litmus Tests
Accreditation. Accreditation was introduced into higher learning institutions in 1871
(The Accreditation Alliance, 2020). Within higher education and professional programs,
accreditation is led by an independent body and includes a process of self-assessment and
external peer review. The accreditation standards applied to each profession are developed by
experts in the field to assure the public that a program meets accepted standards and adheres to a
process of continuous improvement. In the United States, the 81 higher education accrediting
bodies are recognized by either the Department of Education or the Council for Higher
Education (CHEA), a non-governmental entity (U.S. Department of Education, 2020; Council
for Higher Education, 2020).
There are numerous other accrediting agencies, often termed “accreditation mills” that
pose as threats to the established accreditation system for higher education and professional
practice programs in the United States. A primary distinction made between those deemed
authorized accrediting bodies and accreditation mills are that the later function without
supervision by a regional or national accrediting agency (U.S. Department of Education 2020;
Council for Higher Education, 2020). The ongoing issues relating to the legitimacy of
accreditation were first raised in the later part of the 19th century, and currently there is no
federal law prohibiting accreditation mills (Council for Higher Education, 2020).
While the influential oversight of the various accrediting entities provides the framework
for American higher education, a review of the literature yielded little to no findings on empirical
research done to validate the accrediting bodies themselves. In 2005, the U.S. Department of
Education admitted a more transparent and accountable accreditation systems was needed (U.S.
Department of Education, 2020). In 2009, Wiley, the CHEA board chair, contended there were
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many strengths to accreditation, but justified skepticism in the current self-regulatory system and
urged for extensive improvements (Council for Higher Education, 2020).
Citing the significant time and cost related to the accreditation process within the medical
field, van Zanten et al. (2012) argued for increased research of and evidence to substantiate the
standards. In order to ensure the reliability and validity of assessment standards used within the
medical community to determine physician competence, multiple medical groups are now
working in concert to test current and develop new methods (The American Board of Pediatrics,
2020). The medical field is widely regarded as a role model for other professional fields. It
should follow that a similar level of commitment to the evaluation of accreditation standards and
policy decisions be adopted by other fields, as well.
Signature Pedagogy. The term “signature pedagogy” was developed by Shulman
(2005a) to describe the distinct and consistent methods of a specific profession to impart
knowledge and values of the field. Within practice fields, the responsibility of identifying and
applying these best practices extend beyond the classroom and have real-life implications for the
specific profession and larger society. Yet, many professional disciplines with a declared
signature pedagogy are criticized for failing to fully meet Shulman’s criteria (Crooke, et al.,
2020). Crooke et al. (2020) suggest the need to better utilize research and evidence-based
findings to authenticate alignment with Shulman’s signature pedagogy framework.
Social Work, Accreditation, and Signature Pedagogy. Furthering the pursuit of
professional recognition, the Professional Standards of Education for Social Workers, a branch
under the National Conference of Social Work, was created and in 1930 the comparable to
current day accreditation site visits commenced (Bruno, 1944). Founded in 1952, CSWE is the
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sole entity recognized by the Council for Higher with authority for present day accreditation of
social work education (Thyer, 2009).
However, a review of the literature reveals long-standing debate on the caliber of social
work accreditation. Arkava and Brennen (1975) discuss early dilemmas faced by social work
accreditation to simultaneously address both student-centered priorities and the economic
realities of institutions. This plight resembles current struggles facing social work education and
higher learning today. For instance, Karger and Stoesz (2003) contend that the expedited growth
of accredited social work programs have forced universities to engage in a desperate competition
for student enrollment and tuition. They claim that CSWE provides little oversight over
universities regarding the caliber of admitted candidates into social work programs, jeopardizing
the field’s ability to deliver quality services (Karger & Stoesz, 2003). Kagle et al. (2002) argue
CSWE accreditation standards related to the qualifications for program leadership are too
restrictive and may jeopardize the future advancement of social work education. Stoesz (2009)
further suggests that a different accrediting entity be established, alleging that CSWE lacks
accountability, offers inadequate research on its own standards, and advances negligible
scholarship produced by CSWE leadership or program deans and directors.
Watkins of CSWE (2008) offers a response to the criticism explaining that the primary
goal of accreditation is quality assurance, thereby providing the structural framework that defines
quality while providing freedom for institutions to develop their own mission, goals, curriculum,
and faculty expectations. While Watkins contends that quality of a program extends beyond the
number of published articles one possesses, multiple researchers document the trend of
universities to hire based on the production of scholarship and research (Thyer, 2009; Green,
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2008; Johnson & Munch, 2010). Thyer (2009) refutes the idea of establishing a new accrediting
body and instead advocates that CSWE strengthen current accreditation standards.
Several researchers recognize the ongoing improvement made to the CSWE accreditation
process. This includes refining the competency standards and defining components of an
integrated curriculum design, both reflected in the 2008 EPAS (Petracchi & Zastrow, 2010).
Poulin and Matis (2017) note that evaluation of student learning no longer includes student selfassessment and requires a higher level of validation from faculty and/or field supervisors. As
well, the 2015 EPAS introduced competency-based learning standards, a new norm found within
higher education (Poulin & Matis 2017; Rissi & Gelmon, 2014).
Also aligned with the approach of others professional fields, CSWE declared a signature
pedagogy for social work education. Shulman (2005a) argued that within professional fields
there is a central and accepted method of teaching and learning to prepare one for professional
practice and to socialize students to the values of the field. Field education was elevated with this
distinction and the 2008 EPAS was updated to reflect a signature pedagogy for social work
education for the first time (Boitel & Fromm, 2014). Yet, there is ambiguity regarding the status
of field education as signature pedagogy found within the EPAS, the same document in which
CSWE has proclaimed the distinction. For example, in the 2008 EPAS Education Policy 2.3 and
in the 2015 EPAS Educational Policy 2.2 field education is identified as signature pedagogy
while also equating, not elevating, its role to classroom instruction. In addition, delineated in the
first line of each version, CSWE appears to diminish the magnitude of signature pedagogy from
serving as the “central form of instruction and learning” in 2008 to “elements of instruction” in
2015. This language raises questions about the alignment of field education, as Shulman (2005a)
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asserts that signature pedagogies are “critical aspects” that “organize the fundamental ways in
which future practitioners are educated for their new professions”.
While there is general consensus about the essential importance of field education to
social work education, the status of field education has held shifting ranks of importance since
the inception of social work education. Even after the “minimum” curriculum was established for
social work education, the amount of time spent in field-related training versus classroom
instruction remained inconsistent among schools. (Bruno 1944). Garthwait (2017) notes that
CSWE began developing standards for social work education upon inception, yet 20 years
passed before field education was mandated at the undergraduate level. The early issues
surrounding the relationship of field education to both classroom instruction and to social work
education as a whole remain contemporary concerns.
Scholars, too, hold a difference in agreement as to whether field education embodies the
role of signature pedagogy. Multiple studies identify field education as the premier experience
that socializes students to the field and prepares students for professional practice (Bogo, 2010;
Globerman & Bogo, 2003; Parker, 2006; Lager & Robbins, 2004). Wayne et al., (2010) note that
field education standards possess some consistent organizational mandates deemed important of
a signature pedagogy, such as a minimum number of hours and requirement of social work
supervision to support student learning and socialization. Yet, Wayne et al., (2010) also remark
on the lack of consistency that exists within field education programs as well as a variance in the
practicum experience, both contrary to defined pedagogy. Earls Larrison and Korr (2013) argue
that the field education is not signature pedagogy, citing that the practicum is not distinct to
social work education and is only part of the fundamental framework for instruction. Others
contend that the fixation on molding social work education to fit a predetermined definition of
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professionalism endangers the fundamental role of field education and weakens its ability to
adequately prepare students for professional practice (Bruno, 1944; Farber & Reitmeier, 2018).
Although scholars differ on many aspects of the field, there is little debate that CSWE
holds significant power over the entirety of social work education. CSWE’s landmark decision to
elevate field education as signature pedagogy in the EPAS mandates programs to comply with
related requirements as a condition of accreditation. Recognizing field education as signature
pedagogy may influence how social work programs are designed and how students are educated
to deliver critical social work practice to individuals, families, and communities. Therefore,
further exploration of the connection between accreditation and signature pedagogy in social
work education is warranted.
Method
Content analysis is an accepted approach to examine textual materials in order to
conceptualize explicit and implicit treatment of a subject and to identify patterns (Mehrotra,
2017; Hong and Hodge, 2009; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). As such, a content analysis using both
deductive and inductive approaches was applied to explore the extent to which a sample of
accredited undergraduate level social work programs recognize field education as signature
pedagogy in the EPAS self-study. The EPAS self-study component of CSWE accreditation is a
comprehensive self-review of program development, implementation, and evaluation which
includes written detail and accompanying evidence of adherence to the standards (CSWE, 2008;
CSWE, 2015).
While qualitative in nature, conducting a content analysis of this textual document
yielded outcomes that include quantitative data. Although the quantitative data is descriptive in
nature, and therefore not generalizable, it provides a type of analysis that is not available in the
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current literature. For this content analysis, field education includes both the field seminar which
is facilitated as a classroom course as well as the field experience or practicum, which is the
hands-on training of students within an approved agency setting under the supervision of a
qualified social work field instructor. As the data to be collected was publicly available online,
this study was deemed exempt by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of St.
Thomas.
Data Collection
The accessed EPAS self-studies were publicly available online using general search
terms such as “CSWE self-studies”, “EPAS self-studies”, and “social work accreditation selfstudies”. For purposes of this analysis, the selected EPAS self-studies were from accredited
undergraduate-level programs and dated after 2008, the year field education is first recognized as
signature pedagogy in the EPAS. In total, the study sample consisted of 16 EPAS self-studies.
Although this study does not reveal the names of the involved universities, information was
collected on whether the program operates as a separate school of social work or as a department
as well as if field education is run as a block placement or concurrent to classroom instruction.
(see Table 1). As well, the university location is identified using the established CSWE regions
(see Table 1).
Table 1.
Sample of Social Work Programs by Region, Structure, and Type
ID Number

CSWE Region

BSW1
BSW2
BSW3
BSW4
BSW5
BSW6

Great Lakes
West
New England
Rocky Mountains
Mid-Atlantic
South Central

Structure

Program Type

Concurrent
Concurrent
Concurrent
Concurrent
Concurrent
Concurrent

Separate School
Separate School
Department
Department
Department
Department

A DECADE OF DISTINCTION
BSW7
BSW8
BSW9
BSW10
BSW11
BSW12
BSW13
BSW14
BSW15
BSW16

Great Lakes
Great Lakes
Southeast
South Central
South Central
Northwest
South Central
Mid-Atlantic
Great Lakes
Rocky Mountains
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Concurrent
Block
Block
Concurrent
Concurrent
Concurrent
Block
Concurrent
Concurrent
Concurrent

Department
Department
Separate School
Separate School
Department
Separate School
Department
Separate School
Department
Department

The content analysis focused on two key criteria of signature pedagogy defined by
Shulman (2005a): the “pervasive” or widespread recognition of the signature pedagogy by the
specific field and its “routine” or consistent use across the curriculum. First, data was collected
to determine the extent to which field education is recognized as signature pedagogy in the
EPAS self-studies across all four standards: Program Mission and Goals, Explicit Curriculum,
Implicit Curriculum, and Assessment. Then, evidence was gathered to establish if a consistent
focus on field education as the central form of teaching and learning was present in two areas: in
the full section of Explicit Curriculum and in the Faculty section of Implicit Curriculum.
Data Analysis
NVivo was selected as the tool to collect, organize, and assess data. To analyze the data,
an inductive strategy was used to determine frequency and a deductive approach was applied to
assess treatment. This content analysis provides the foundation for future research involving
EPAS self-studies and other accreditation-related materials.
Determining Widespread Recognition
To determine widespread recognition of field education as signature pedagogy across all
four areas of the self-study document, the number of times the term “signature pedagogy” was
linked to field education was examined. Excluded was presence of the term when it was a

A DECADE OF DISTINCTION

75

predetermined title contained in the EPAS or referencing a CSWE policy or standard. Also
excluded were references to pedagogy as a general practice of teaching or philosophy.
Assessing for Evidence of Routine Use
The two pre-identified sections of the EPAS self-studies were assessed for evidence of
field education as the central framework for teaching and instruction across program design.
Affirmative data included language that prioritized field education as the fundamental way
students are socialized to the profession and/or focused on field education in course descriptions,
learning objectives, and/or across curriculum design. Additionally, the rank or tenure status of
the field director and the extent to which any social work faculty had published research related
to field education were assessed; both indicators that would support field education was
embraced as signature pedagogy.
Findings
Frequency of Widespread Recognition
The number of times the sample EPAS self-studies included references to field education
as signature pedagogy ranged from 0 to 15, with zero occurrences having a larger representation
than the other groupings. Overall, five programs (31%) had zero occurrences, four programs
(25%) had a single occurrence, one program (6%) had two occurrences, two programs (12%) had
three occurrences, one program (6%) had four occurrences, one program (6%) had five
occurrences, one program (6%) had six occurrences, and one program (5%) had 15 occurrences.
The program with 15 occurrences referencing field education as signature pedagogy were all
references that explained the connection of each courses to field education.
Three patterns of frequency were found: those with zero occurrence, those where
occurrence was found only in the Explicit Curriculum section, and those where frequency was
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found across multiple sections. Of the three identified patterns, those with occurrence in only the
Explicit Curriculum section was the largest group. Of the 16 EPAS self-studies, five (31%) had a
pattern of zero occurrence, seven (44%) had occurrence solely in the Explicit Curriculum
section, and four (25%) had occurrences in two different sections. Two (13%) of the programs
with multi-section occurrences had one brief reference each in the Mission and Goals section.
Evidence of Field Education as Central Form of Learning and Instruction
Multiple themes arose when coding for treatment. In the Explicit Curriculum section two
themes were identified. The first was related to the way programs explained how field education
was integrated into the curriculum and the second was the expressed equity communicated by
programs between field education and classroom instruction. In the Implicit Curriculum: Faculty
section, two themes surfaced. One involved the connection between field education as signature
pedagogy and tenure status of the field director and the second focused on the relationship
between field education and faculty background and/or expertise.
Explicit Curriculum
Direction of the Integration of Field Education. In general, the sample EPAS selfstudies echo the language of the CSWE Educational Policy 2.2. describing field education as the
responsible entity for the integration of classroom knowledge and skill development. For
example, the EPAS self-study of BSW13 credited field education as the “…richest component
for discussing operationalization of curriculum content”. Similarly, the EPAS self-study of
BSW10 assigned the field practicum as the sole element to “offer students the opportunity to
apply classroom knowledge to practice”. This one-way direction of curriculum integration, often
occurring at the end of the educational experience, does not support Shulman’s definition of
signature pedagogy as pervasive or routine instruction nor does it uphold the distinction as the
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fundamental component of curriculum design. In addition, there was a varying degree of
structure to and frequency of the field seminar, a component available to strengthen integration
between theory and practice.
Eight of the EPAS self-studies provided evidence of partial integration of field education
across the explicit curriculum design. Specifically, this included the description of a bidirectional integration between field education and a limited number of classroom-based courses.
For example, the EPAS self-studies of BSW1 and BSW2 required that a practice course and field
education be taken concurrently. The EPAS self-study of BSW14 revealed reasoning for
requiring that a research course be taken concurrently with field placement stating this
“…facilitates students’ application of theory and research to their practice”. Other EPAS selfstudies also described the intentional use of assignments in select classroom courses that are
based on experiences in the field practicum.
A focus on readiness for field education also was identified in relation to integration.
Typical solutions were the inclusion of a new course or the addition of a specific learning
module within the existing field seminar. For example, the EPAS self-study of BSW12 cited,
“…juniors were not ready for field in some cases so the program wanted to provide a bridge
course…” Here, a new course was developed to prepare students for field experience as opposed
to realigning all courses to support these efforts. Of note is the mention that the newly developed
course was “a very popular class…student wanted practical skills and foundational
work…practice is essential and important”.
Two EPAS self-studies, BSW3 and BSW8, stood out with high and consistent levels of
integration across the curriculum. BSW8 required a 40-hour practicum as a part of the
Introduction to Social Work course. Here, the intro course is described as the “gatekeeper” for
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students who, after completion, can declare social work as a major. This EPAS self-study
demonstrated alignment with signature pedagogy by explaining, “because field education is the
signature pedagogy it is critical that students begin their studies with both classroom and field
experiences, providing the opportunity to intellectually integrate learning from both”. Of note, in
EPAS self-study of BSW8 each course description detailed how the class prepared students for
field education.
The EPAS self-study of BSW3 described the level of integration of field and classroom
instruction as “immersion”, pointing to “…a coherent and integrated curriculum…competencies
serving as a primary vehicle for linking classroom curricula directly to field curricula and
practice”. This program designed the field education component to occur over six semesters
stating that this “facilitates translation of classroom learning into the field setting in real time”.
While this level of integration supports Shulman’s definition of signature pedagogy, the authors
of the self-study then contended “The entire BSW curriculum is the pedagogy of the field”.
In some of the EPAS self-studies the importance of integrating learning across
curriculum overlooked field education, and instead focused on specific professional behaviors,
other social work courses, and even general education courses. For example, the EPAS self-study
of BSW13 highlighted a commitment to “infusing through the curriculum” components such as
ethics, diversity, and identifying as a professional. Although the EPAS self-study of BSW13
acknowledged the ongoing assessing of and changes within the program to align with the 2008
EPAS, no information was provided on the routine or pervasive inclusion of field education into
the overall curriculum. The EPAS self-study of BSW16 stated that the Human Behavior and the
Social Environment course “is an integral part of the social work curriculum…the content
undergirds subsequent practice, policy, and research courses…”
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While the content analysis revealed multiple variations in program design and structure
of field education, all programs identified field education as the one course where each of the
required learning competencies would be assessed. Yet, the complete process for assessing
learning the competencies was wide-ranging.
Expressed Equity Between Field Education and Classroom Instruction. A common
theme across the sample EPAS self-studies indicated an equal standing between field education
and other social work courses. For example, the EPAS self-study of BSW6 identified the five
professional foundation areas as “HBSE, Policy, Practice, Research and Field”. While this is
consistent with the language of the EPAS standard, it does not distinguish field education as
signature pedagogy.
Implicit Curriculum: Faculty
Connection Between Field Education as Signature Pedagogy and Tenure Status.
Of the 16 field directors identified in the sample EPAS self-studies, seven (44%) were tenured
field directors; six with a doctoral degree and 1with a MSW degree. Three of the seven tenured
faculty were in programs whose EPAS self-studies had no references to field education as
signature pedagogy. Of those nine in non-tenure track positions, eight held both a MSW degree
and a social work license. 1 had a PhD, a social work license, and was employed by the
university for five years at the time of self-study. No apparent relationships within the sample
group existed between a program which demonstrated alignment with signature pedagogy and
the tenure status of the field director.
Field Education as Signature Pedagogy and Faculty Expertise. Only four (25%) of
the 16 social work program deans or directors had previous experience with field education as
indicated on their resumes. Three of these were programs directors within social work

A DECADE OF DISTINCTION

80

departments and one was the director a program that operates as separate school of social work.
The director of the separate school of social work was from one of the five programs with no
references in the EPAS self-study to field education as signature pedagogy.
The sample of EPAS self-studies showed varied topic areas of published scholarship
among faculty. Only one of the 16 field directors had any identified published research. This
field director had two published articles; one focused on global opportunities in field education
and the other not related to field education. The vast majority of the social work program
directors and other tenured staff had at least one published journal article, yet none were related
to field education. Although typically not regarded as scholarship, many field directors were
involved in writing field education manuals, assisted with the accreditation process, and
presented at conferences.
Discussion
Varying levels of omission and obscurity surrounding field education as signature
pedagogy raise the question as to whether this distinction is rhetoric or reality. Recognition of a
field’s signature pedagogy would be expected in the explanation of a program’s mission and
goals. However only two of the 16 sample EPAS self-studies had a reference in this defining
section; both which were brief mentions with no explanation. Although all of the 16 sample
EPAS self-studies were dated after the 2008 landmark decision by CSWE to elevate field
education as signature pedagogy, nearly one-third included no direct reference to this
relationship. Regardless of these deficiencies, all of the programs were accredited by CSWE.
This discrepancy, alone, suggests the need to further examine the expressed and applied
definition of signature pedagogy with social work education.
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In addition, multiple examples of ambiguity related to signature pedagogy and the role of
field education were found within the CSWE accreditation policies and standards themselves
making it challenging to full assess how the sample of social work programs demonstrated
compliance solely based on the self-study. This lack of clarity included contradictory language
within the EPAS that simultaneously conferred and ignored field education as signature
pedagogy. For example, in the introductory paragraph of the Explicit Curriculum section which
clarifies the purpose and structure of social work education, both of the terms “courses” and
“field education” were equally identified with no mention of a signature pedagogy. Of the three
educational policies included in this section, the one related to field education as signature
pedagogy is listed last, seemingly incongruent for a discipline’s signature pedagogy. In
reviewing the EPAS educational policy where field education is identified as signature
pedagogy, there was a weakening of the defining criteria for a signature pedagogy from “the
central form of instruction and learning” in the 2008 EPAS to “elements of instruction” in the
2015 EPAS. In this same section of both EPAS,’ equal importance was assigned to field
education and classroom instruction.
Creating additional confusion, is the required standard that programs “develop a coherent
and integrated curriculum for both classroom and field” (CSWE, 2008; CSWE, 2015). The
meaning of “integrated” is left vague and reinforces the generally accepted practice that field
education assumes the primary responsibility for the integration of theory and practice. The
continuum of what constitutes integrated curriculum in education was examined by Drake and
Reid (2020). They contended a higher-level use of integration, either interdisciplinary or
transdisciplinary, may yield better learning outcomes for students (Drake & Reid, 2020). This
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bidirectional integration appeared to be more aligned with Shulman’s definition of signature
pedagogy.
While there was indication of consensus within the sample EPAS self-studies that field
education is fundamental to social work education, the content analysis showed the field is slow
to adopt new language and, in some cases, hesitant to infiltrate the concept of signature
pedagogy into program design and practices. As such, insufficient evidence exists to affirm field
education as signature pedagogy based on Shulman’s defined criteria.
Although the small sample size of EPAS self-studies in this analysis was a limitation, the
ability for direct examination of explicit and implicit communication in a text allowed for
descriptive quantitative and qualitative analysis. As only one coder was involved in the data
collection and analysis, the frequency assessment in NVivo was replicated to confirm accuracy.
To address validity, the analysis was framed using two of Shulman’s defining criteria for
determining signature pedagogy: widespread recognition and pervasive use.
The self-study component of the EPAS is a primary document used as a part of
accreditation, thus a strength of the study is the use of a readily understood tool for analysis. In
addition, as many EPAS self-studies are publicly available on the internet, they provide a
replicable and inexpensive option for further analysis. Future analysis could be strengthened by
increasing the sample size, including interviews with field directors or other key stakeholders,
examining other relevant program material, or comparing current and archival data.
Instead of positioning either field education or classroom instruction as more central to
social work education, CSWE could maximize the relationship between them. Embracing a bidirectional integration could result in an expanded and more accurate representation of signature
pedagogy. Stipulating a higher-level expectation for what constitutes integrated curriculum could
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better connect theory to practice and increase critical thinking and problem-solving skills of
learners (Drake & Reid, 2020). To more fully align with signature pedagogy defined as the
central form of learning and instruction, several opportunities for consideration exist. First is
implementing a bi-directional integration of field education and classroom instruction to include
expanding the field education learning contract and assessment of competencies across the
entirety of the curriculum. Next, instead of one practicum, field experience could be designed as
multiple rotations throughout the educational experience. This may better expose and connect
students to generalist practice and theory at the micro, mezzo, and macro levels, thus linking to
the overarching goal of undergraduate social work education (CSWE, 2015). Additionally, the
impact of field education could be advanced by ascribing a base level of standardization to the
seminar component. Shulman (2005b) suggests the seminar is the signature pedagogy of liberal
education due to its similarity to the essential interaction and engagement among students and
instructors of professional pedagogies. Finally, implementing program-wide strategies such as
requiring all faculty to be involved in field education, designing course learning objectives to
support the preparation for entry into field education, and updating program materials to clearly
demonstrate a commitment to a bi-directional curriculum design could be explored and result in
an expanded and more accurate framework of what constitutes an authentic signature pedagogy
for social work education. Engaging in ongoing curriculum mapping and regular evaluation
could confirm program compliance and identify needed adjustments to ensure continuous
alignment to the signature pedagogy. Shulman argued signature pedagogies are not static, instead
they must be able to respond to changes in the field and in the practice environment (Shulman,
2005b).
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An opportunity exists to re-envision a signature pedagogy for social work education that
better meets the charge to prepare future practitioners “to think, to perform and to act with
integrity” (Shulman, 2005a). This can be accomplished by upholding, not disregarding, the
unique tenets of social work as a broad-based field that engages teaching, scholarship, and
practice. CSWE has an opportunity to provide a clear vision for signature pedagogy and
direction on how field education and classroom instruction can be more fully integrated in the
next version of the EPAS, revised at a minimum of every seven years. Ideally, these
modifications will be developed with substantial engagement from field directors, valuing their
unique expertise and intersection to both theory and practice. Beyond meeting a prescribed
definition of a professional discipline or claiming a signature pedagogy, this reimaging has the
potential to reconnect the field to its roots and enhance the competencies needed by students to
become social workers prepared to fulfill the vital purposes of the social work profession.
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Abstract
Field education has had a long-standing existence as a fundamental component of social work
education, required to effectively socialize students to the values and ethics of the profession and
prepare the next generation of social workers for professional practice and service to the
community. In 2008, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) elevated field education by
recognizing it as the signature pedagogy of social work education in the Educational Policy and
Accreditation Standards (EPAS). While this elevation of field education has been in place for
over a decade, debate continues as to if this declaration has, in fact, been realized. This
presentation shares findings from the research literature and from the author’s content analysis
related to barriers and best practices in realizing field education as signature pedagogy across and
within varying systems. Then, a systems approach to transformational leadership is presented as
an application to advance a signature pedagogy for the social work profession.
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Rhetoric or Reality: Realizing Field Education as Signature Pedagogy
This author presented at the peer-reviewed National Association of Social Workers Ohio Chapter annual conference held on November 19-20, 2020. The conference draws more
than 500 attendees from both the practice and academic sectors and is the largest of its kind in
the state (NASW Ohio, 2020). Due to the COVID 19 pandemic, the conference was held
virtually which provided an increased opportunity for presenters and participants outside of the
area to engage. Although the author was selected for a poster presentation, the organizers
requested an oral presentation using slides instead of a single poster.
The goal of the presentation was to advance collaboration and innovation between social
workers within higher education and the practice community in order to fully realize field
education as the signature pedagogy of social work education to benefit all. The presentation
objectives included:
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Increase awareness of the findings within the literature and from the author’s
content analysis related to existing challenges and opportunities within the larger
field education environment, including the social work program, the university,
community agencies, and Council on Social Work Education (CSWE)

•

Consider how field education can fully realize its distinction as signature pedagogy
by strengthening its role and advancing collaboration within the intersecting
systems of the larger field education environment

•

Contribute to the knowledge base by sharing the lived experiences and best
practices that exists within the larger field education environment

•

Invite partners to apply the six elements of a systems approach to transformational
leadership (SATL) to strengthen relationships and benefit both social work
education and the practice community

•

Discuss and suggest next steps for future research on and areas of focus for field
education

The review of the social work literature was conducted as a part of the author’s previous
conceptual article which examined the current state of field education, identifying barriers and
best practices to realize field education as the signature pedagogy of social work education. The
review contributed to the existing literature by synthesizing over 60 articles to enable a
comprehensive understanding of the state of field education as pedagogy within and across the
larger environment, including the social work program, university, community agencies, and
CSWE.
The content analysis conducted by the author further focused on the social work program,
examining how a sample of accredited undergraduate-level programs demonstrated their
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compliance with field education as signature pedagogy as a part of the EPAS self-study required
for accreditation. The analysis focused on two defining criteria of signature pedagogy ascribed
by Shulman (2005): the “pervasive” or widespread recognition of the signature pedagogy by the
specific field and its “routine” or consistent use across the curriculum. Findings revealed
significant variation in both areas among the sample group. While data within the sample of
EPAS self-studies substantiated the important role of field education, additional themes revealed
an opportunity to re-define and expand the signature pedagogy of the profession, enabling a full
realization that can benefit both social work education and the practice community.
After identifying the context, a systems approach to transformational leadership (SATL)
was conceptualized as a relevant application that can be applied to empower the social work field
director and engage relevant stakeholders in best positioning field education as the signature
pedagogy of social work education. Using the SATL framework, attendees shared experiences
and expertise related to barriers and best practices in field education and discussed opportunities
to strengthen field education within and across the various systems. The six elements of SATL
were initially developed and proven effective by the Academy for Leadership Training and
Development in Maricopa, Arizona (Filan & Seagran, 2003). This system-wide strategy can
advance collaboration and innovation between social work education and practice to benefit all.
To conclude, limitations and recommendations for future research were discussed. As well, the
author provided contact information for those interested in future collaborative work.
Although there were no formal evaluations distributed, the conference organizer shared the
following feedback from the conference judges:
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You’ve successfully created a historical and theoretical context for understanding the
evolution of social work education and field education as a signature component of the
explicit (and implicit) curriculum.

•

Your work (guided by your academic experience as a Field Director, researcher, and
social work practitioner) informs our need to understand the role of leadership within
programs to train, assess, and develop curricula, while connecting with agencies/field
instructors in meaningful ways.

•

We look forward to sharing this important information with faculty, field directors, and
field instructors.
This presentation was selected as the Content Analysis/Literature Review Winner of the

NASW OH 2020 conference. Following the conference, the author was invited to submit an
article about her research for the NASW Ohio quarterly print and online magazine, reaching
5,000 members. In addition to the NASW Ohio Chapter conference, the author presented at the
peer-reviewed NASW Iowa Chapter annual conference held on October 23, 2020.
The opportunity to present at the NASW Ohio annual conference and subsequent
invitation to submit an article for the statewide magazine provides an important scholarly
opportunity to engage with social work field directors, other faculty, and students regarding the
signature pedagogy for our profession. The ability to share comprehensive data about the barriers
that exists across the various systems comprising the larger field education environment and
provide an application that can be used to address these challenges supports the overall purpose
of my banded dissertation to advance field education’s role and both re-envision and expand a
signature pedagogy for social work education.
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Rhetoric or Reality:
Realizing Field Education as Signature Pedagogy
AMY SKEEN, MSW, LCSW
NASW OHIO CHAPTER – ANNUAL CONFERENCE
NOVEMBER 18, 2020

Presentation Objectives
1)

Increase awareness of the research findings related to existing challenges within
the larger field education environment, including the social work program, the
university, community agencies and field instructors, and CSWE

2)

Consider how field education can fully realize its distinction as signature
pedagogy by strengthening its role and advancing collaboration within the
intersecting systems of the larger field education environment

3)

Contribute to the knowledge base by sharing the lived experiences and best
practices that exists within the larger field education environment

4)

Invite partners to apply the six elements of a systems approach to
transformational leadership (SATL) to strengthen relationships and benefit both
social work education and the practice community

5)

Discuss and suggest next steps for future research on and areas of focus for field
education
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History of Field Education
Apprentice model
First Social
American
Work
Association
Training
of Schools of
Schools
Social Work

1890’s

1900

1920

CSWE
declared
field
education
CSWE required
signature
CSWE field education at
pedagogy
founded undergrad level
2008
1952
1970

1940

1960

1980

2000

2010

CSWE
Revised
EPAS
est. 2022
2020

Academic Approach
dominated the field
1940-1960

It was almost 20 years after CSWE was founded before field
education became a required component of undergraduate
education (Garthwait, 2017) and over 50 years before field
education was declared signature pedagogy…over a decade later
the debate continues

Signature Pedagogy
Distinctive
to the
profession

Pervasive
Widespread
across
Recognition courses and
instruction

…the types of teaching
that organize the
fundamental ways
practitioners are
educated for their new
profession…to think, to
perform, and to act
with integrity.
(Shulman, 2005a)

Social Work
Education
Program

The
University

Field
Education

Community
Partners &
Field
Instructors

CSWE

INTERCONNECTED SYSTEMS OF THE FIELD EDUCATION ENVIRONMENT
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Field Director:
Role Misunderstanding
Lack of Training and Support
High Turnover
Limited CSWE Leadership Institute
Underutilized Group Networks & Support

Community Engagement Goals
Lack of Awareness Regarding
Unique Role of Field Directors
Rank and Tenure
Curriculum and Program Planning

The
University
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The Social Work Curriculum:
Courses Designed in Isolation
Classroom Instruction & Field Education Lack Full Integration
Adjunct vs. Permanent Faculty
Skill & Expertise of Tenured Faculty

Social Work
Education
Program

Community
Partners &
Field
Instructors

Field
Education

Overloaded schedules
Staff turnover
More demand than supply
Some about student preparedness
Minimal benefits for field instructors

Primary Influencer of SWE, Little Change to FE Framework
Ambiguity in Standards and Policies
Limited Involvement of Field Directors

CSWE

BARRIERS IDENTIFIED ACROSS THE INTERCONNECTED SYSTEMS
OF THE FIELD EDUCATION ENVIRONMENT

Examining Field Education Within the Social Work Program System
THE FIELD DIRECTOR
•

Role Misunderstanding

•

Lack of Training and Support

•

High Turnover

•
•
•

THE SOCIAL WORK CURRICULUM
•

Courses Designed in Isolation

•

Classroom Instruction & Field
Education Lack Full Integration

CSWE Leadership Institute

•

Adjunct vs. Permanent Faculty

Group Networks & Support (e.g.
NANFED)

•

Skill & Expertise of Tenured Faculty

OTHER

•

OTHER

Examining Field Education Within the University System

•

Community Engagement Goals

•

Lack of Awareness Regarding Unique Role of Field Directors

•

Rank and Tenure

•

Curriculum and Program Planning

•

OTHER
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Examining Field Education Within the Community Partners System
•

Financial and organizational barriers

•

Overloaded schedules and staff turnover

•

More requests than can be accommodated

•

Some concerns related to student preparedness

•

Minimal benefits associated with significant role

•

OTHER

Examining Field Education Within the CSWE System
•

Primary Influencer of SWE, Little Change to FE Framework

•

Ambiguity in Standards and Policies

•

Limited Involvement of Field Directors

•

OTHER

A Content Analysis Examining Social Work Program
Compliance with Field Education as Signature Pedagogy
WIDESPREAD RECOGNITION BY THE FIELD
•

The extent (frequency) to which field
education was recognized as signature
pedagogy examined across all sections of
the Self-Study component of the CWSE
EPAS:
•

Program Mission and Goals

•

Explicit Curriculum

•

Implicit Curriculum

•

Assessment

ROUTINE USE ACROSS THE CURRICULUM
•

Evidence of a consistent focus on field
education as the central form of teaching
and learning assessed in two areas of the
EPAS Self Study:

•

Explicit Curriculum

•

Implicit Curriculum (Faculty Section)

- Course descriptions

-

Faculty background and experience

- Focus of published research
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Applying a Systems Approach to Transformational Leadership
• Support instrumental role of mid-level managers (The Chair
Academy, 2000)
• Engaging multiple entities within an environment (Filan &
Seagran, 2003)
• Recognizes the interaction between the individual and the
environment, resulting in better outcomes for all involved
(Coffey, 2010)
• Effective model for organizational performance; inspires a
collective vision, recognizes the abilities of the individual, and
motivates the team to contribute (Bass, 1999)
• Results in increased organizational success and employee
satisfaction (Lowe, 1996)

Understanding
Self

Connecting
Through
Community;
Networking

Understanding
Transformational
Leadership

Transformational
Change

Leading Strategic
Planning and
Change

Establishing and
Maintaining
Relationship

Leading Teams

Systems
Approach to
Transformational
Leadership
(Filan & Seagran, 2003)
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1. Understanding Self

Understanding
Self

Connecting
Through
Community;
Networking

Reflecting on personal style and behaviors as a leader,
assessing external expectations and demands,
understanding communication principles, and
recognizing proven principles to achieve effectiveness
(Filan & Seagran, 2003).

Understanding
Transformational
Leadership

Transformational
Change

Leading
Strategic
Planning and
Change

Establishing
and
Maintaining
Relationship

Leading
Teams

•

APPLICATION
Formal Mentoring and
Mentoring Networks

•

Strategic Advocacy

•

OTHER

Understanding
Transformational
Leadership

Transformational
Change

Leading
Strategic
Planning and
Change

(Johnson, 2015; Emelo, 2011; Chadiha et al., 2014;
Mathew, 2014; Kram,1985; Smith, 2015; Wilson et al.,
2002; Feldman et al., 2010).

2. Understanding Transformational Leadership

Understanding
Self

Connecting
Through
Community;
Networking

•

EVIDENCE
Mentoring identified as one of the
most significant faculty activities

Establishing
and
Maintaining
Relationship

The second step includes “supporting followers’ needs
to move to higher levels of achievement while
simultaneously encouraging them to transcend their
own self-interests for the sake of the team,
organization, or larger policy” (Seagran & Filan, 2003).

Leading

EVIDENCE

Teams

APPLICATION
•

•

Support Faculty and Elevate
Level of Collaboration

al., 2002; Podsakoff et al., 1996)

•

Support Adjunct and
Contractual Staff

•

•

Curriculum Mapping

•

•

OTHER

Understanding
Transformational
Leadership

Transformational
Change

Leading
Strategic

Establishing
and
Maintaining
Relationships

Planning and

Change

Connecting classroom to field enhances
competencies (Larsen and Hepworth,1982; Boitel et al.,
2009)

Curriculum mapping results in more robust
and integrated curriculum aligned to state
standards…faculty and staff report high
levels of collaboration and increased
communication (Uchiyama & Radin, 2009)

3. Establishing and Maintaining Relationships

Understanding
Self

Connecting
Through
Community;
Networking

Supportive leadership is strongly associated
with workplace commitment and job
satisfaction (Toban & Sjahruddin, 2016; Eisenberger et

The third step includes “engaging the whole system,
creating openness, circulating abundant information, and
developing simple reporting systems in their efforts to
establish and maintain effective communication” (Filan &
Seagran, 2003).

Leading

EVIDENCE

Teams

APPLICATION
•

Strengthen Relationships with
Current Field Instructors and
Community Partners

•

Get Involved in Community
Networks and Opportunities

•

Recruit Off Site Field Instructors
and New Community Partners

•

OTHER

•

Innovative solutions to engage
organizations without staff social workers
resulted in reciprocal benefits (Johnson,
2000)
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4. Leading Teams
The fourth step includes “recognizing how to build,
monitor, coach, and evaluate high-performance
teams” (Filan & Seagran, 2003).

Understanding
Self

Connecting
Through
Community;
Networking

Understanding
Transformational
Leadership

Transformational
Change

Leading
Strategic
Planning and
Change
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Establishing
and
Maintaining
Relationship

Leading
Teams

EVIDENCE

APPLICATION
•

Collaborative Leadership
Opportunities

•

Alumni Network

•

Communicate, Evaluate, &
Disseminate

•

OTHER

Understanding
Transformational
Leadership

Transformational
Change

Leading
Strategic
Planning and
Change

Social workers possess training
and skill to benefit high education
and the larger community (Keys, 2008;
Healy, 2002; Rubin et al. (2018)

5. Leading Strategic Planning and Change
The fifth step includes “engaging in critical
thinking, scenario planning, and managing change”
(Filan & Seagran, 2003).

Understanding
Self

Connecting
Through
Community;
Networking

•

Establishing
and
Maintaining
Relationship

Leading

EVIDENCE

Teams

APPLICATION
•

Program Planning and
Visioning

•

Innovative Solutions

•

Seek “Seat at the Table”

•

Macro Engagement

•

OTHER

•

Field directors demonstrate high-level
skill contributing to student learning
and graduation such as responding to
changing demographics and utilizing
empirical methods to measure
outcomes…also have experience in
interdisciplinary and global partnerships
– all essential in effective leadership and
business (Robins et al., 2016; Lyons, 2006)

6. Connecting Through Community; Networking
Understanding
Self

Connecting
Through
Community;
Networking

The sixth step includes “building communities of practice on
campuses and encouraging, supporting, and leading
connections from campus constituencies to other
educational levels, business and industry, professional
associations, and the community at large” (Filan & Seagran,
2003).

Understanding
Transformational
Leadership

Transformational
Change

Leading
Strategic

Establishing
and
Understanding
Relationship

Planning and

Change
Leading

EVIDENCE

Teams

APPLICATION
•

Be a CONNECTOR – for
students, the social work
program, other university
departments, and the larger
community

•

OTHER

•

Social workers and use of systems
approach has engaged traditionally
isolated departments and to better
connected the entire university to the
community in efforts to understand and
respond to vital social issues (Patterson, 2007;
Vortuba, 2010; Wertheimer et al., (2004)
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Future Research and Next Steps…

Thank You.
Interested in brainstorming and
future collaboration?
Please reach out:
Amylynnskeen@yahoo.com
Amy.Skeen@stthomas.edu
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